Toward a detailed characterization of feline immunodeficiency virus-specific T cell immune responses and mediated immune disorders.
Infection of domestic cats with feline immunodeficiency virus (FIV) is associated with the development of an acquired immunodeficiency syndrome (AIDS). The pathogenesis of FIV is not fully understood but it has been reported that the immune system is progressively impaired during disease progression. As a result, anti-FIV specific immune response will usually not clear the virus and the acute stage is followed by a chronic asymptomatic phase. The overall objective of this study was to characterized FIV-induced immune cellular responses and -mediated immune disorder following the first weeks post-infection. Using both cytokine ELISpot and intracellular staining assays, FIV-specific T cells were monitored at 6, 9 and 12 weeks post-infection. We demonstrated that both IFNgamma(+) and, CD4 and CD8 TNFalpha(+) T cells specifically respond to FIV antigens. These responses were found to reach a peak at 9 weeks post-infection. It was further shown that the TNFalpha(+)CD8(+) responding T cells were contained within a CD8beta(low)CD62L(-) T cell subpopulation, expanded in FIV-infected cats. This T cell subpopulation which present features of activated CD8 T cells was further shown to be susceptible to spontaneous apoptosis following a short-term in vitro culture. Moreover, it was observed that cell death by apoptosis of this T cell subset was increased following FIV antigen-recognition. Therefore, FIV might alter immune homeostasis in inducing chronic activation of TNFalpha(+)CD8(+) T cells which eventually will die following antigen contact while deleting CD4(+) T cells. Interestingly, this study confirmed the strong similarity between FIV and HIV pathogenesis.